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At a May 10 press conference in Caracas, Venezuela, members of the International Federation
of Journalists (FIP) and the Canadian Committee for Protection of Journalists (CCPP) released a
report on freedom of the press in Guatemala entitled "Silence and Terror." The report was based
on interviews carried out in March by an FIP commission with government officials, journalists,
military personnel, judiciary officials, and legislators. Headquartered in Brussels, FIP has a
membership of over 175,000 journalists from 43 countries. Between 1978 and 1985, 47 Guatemalan
journalists were assassinated. In 1983, 300 journalists were forced into exile. The report notes
that foreign journalists have also been victims of assassination and intimidation. Recent attacks
on journalists mentioned in the report include the October 1990 assassination attempt against
Byron Barrera, vice president of the Guatemalan Journalists Association (APG). Berrera's wife was
killed in the attack. In October 1990, journalists Humberto Gonzalez Gamarra and Miguel Angel
Cospin, founder of the Guatemalan Journalists Association, were assassinated. In February 1991,
columnist Hugo Arce was arrested on trumped up drug charges. The report points to these recent
events as "indicators of a new wave of repression against journalists and freedom of expression."
Barrera, who presently lives in exile in Costa Rica, was present at the press conference. He said one
consequence of total impunity in terms of human rights violations is that journalists practice selfcensorship. According to Barrera, "Political parties also practice self-censorship. There are topics
such as human rights which these organizations simply do not touch." Guatemalan journalists
interviewed by the FIP said that untouchable topics include criticism of the president, reports on
human rights atrocities linked to the military or to governmental policies, reports on rightwing
political parties and their leaders, investigations into military corruption such as links between the
military and drug trafficking, and the army's internal conflicts. According to the report, "Everyone
in Guatemala knows the consequences of dissent." Silence prevails regarding abuses perpetrated
by the government and public security forces. Consequently, said the report, "the news media has
been converted into a messenger of state terrorism." Journalists told the FIP commission that they
regularly received anonymous death threats against themselves or their relatives when involved in
investigation of selected topics. They also said they received requests from government officials to
cover certain stories with a pro-government slant. The interviewees stated that they do not report
death threats to the police, believed to be linked to death squads, nor do they trust the court system.
Katia Gil, commission member and co-author of the report, said that journalists have two choices:
face the risk of death, or practice self-censorship. According to Gil, accepting bribes from military
personnel or government officials is so common among journalists that it is considered a second
paycheck to supplement their low incomes. The report states: "In Guatemala there are more political
assassinations than in El Salvador, more disappearances than in Argentina or Chile, more use of
torture, more assassinations of members of the clergy, more destruction of villages and towns, more
massacres, more death than in any other Latin American country." FIP official for Latin America
Stein Gronsund said Guatemala ranks with Colombia, El Salvador, Paraguay and Peru as one of the
five most dangerous Latin American countries for journalists. An estimated 100,000 Guatemalans
have been killed in the last three decades and 40,000 more have disappeared. In addition, tens of
thousands of Guatemalans went into exile. Every day seven or eight corpses are discovered on
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute.
All rights reserved.

Page 1 of 2

LADB Article Id: 066616
ISSN: 1089-1560

roadsides and other locations displaying signs of torture. While journalists submit photographs
of victims, they are silent concerning the reasons for the murders, and possible perpetrators.
Commission member Robert Carty said that developments in Guatemala are under-reported in the
foreign press. Guatemalan Supreme Court president Edmundo Vasquez called the judicial system
hypocritical, and asserted that "it perpetuates the impunity of the guilty. This impunity is leading
the country to an ungovernable state." Guatemalan Attorney General Acisclo Valladares Molina
told ACAN-EFE that investigations into the Barrera assassination attempt would be reopened.
Valladares Molina said that a key witness had been found who provided testimony permitting
security forces with information on the identity of the perpetrators. (Basic data from AFP, ACANEFE, 05/10/91)
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